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T
elevision 

F
ord and N

B
C

: 
Inviting T

rouble 

 

"D
isturbing questions about how

 far 
N

B
C

's Schlosser m
ay be prepared to go 

in underm
ining, how

ever unw
ittingly, 

the integrity of his ow
n new

s departm
ent." 

B
y Sander V

anocur 
T

h
e W

illiam
 M

orris A
gen

cy h
as 

done for G
erald F

ord w
hat it did for 

B
arbara W

alters. It has secured for the 
form

er P
resident a m

ulti-year contract 
from

 N
B

C
 that reportedly w

ill pay him
 

in
 th

e m
illion

s for d
oin

g occasion
al 

new
s docum

entaries and com
m

entar-
ies. N

B
C

 P
resident H

erbert S. Schlosser 
Issued a statem

ent w
hich said in part, 

"W
e are honored that P

resident F
ord 

has given us this unique opportunity. -
W

e are looking forw
ard to w

orking 
closely w

ith
 h

im
 in

 d
evelop

in
g p

ro-
gram

s th
at w

ill b
e valu

ab
le to th

e
.  

A
m

erican public" 

Since Schlosser is actively seeking to  

enlist the services of H
enry K

issinger 
for sim

ilar projects in the area of new
s 

docum
entaries and com

m
entaries, his 

pursuit of these form
er governm

ent 
officials raises som

e disturbing ques-
tion

s ab
ou

t h
ow

 far h
e m

ay b
e p

re-
pared to go in underm

ining,how
ever 

unw
ittingly, the integrity of his ow

n 
new

s departm
ent. 

O
ther form

er P
residents have done 

service for a television netw
ork. L

yn-
don Johnson did it for C

B
S—

w
hose 

publishing subsidiary brought out his 
m

em
oirs—

in
 a series of in

terview
s 

w
ith W

alter C
ronkite. R

ichard N
ixon 

has been paid a huge sum
 by a group 

represented by D
avid Frost for a series 

of forthcom
ing television interview

s. 
So the idea of a form

er P
resident ap- 

pealing on television new
s program

s _ 
and being paid for it is not new

. 
B

ut w
hat does seem

 new
, and dis-

turbing, about w
hat N

B
C

 has entered 
into w

ith P
resident F

ord is that line in 
its announcem

ent that talked about 
"w

orking closely w
ith him

 (Ford) in de-
veloping program

s that w
ill be valua-

b
le to th

e A
m

erican
 p

u
b

lic."
 W

h
at 

does that statem
ent really. m

ean? W
ho 

w
ill m

ake the final editorial decisions 
about w

hat goes into w
hat the state-

m
ent called "a num

ber of television 
program

s relating to the presidency?" 
Suppose, to take one exam

ple, N
B

C
 

considers doing a docum
entary on the 

decisions P
resident F

ord m
ade w

hen 
th

e M
ayagu

ez w
as cap

tu
red

 b
y th

e 
C

im
bodians. T

hat is the kind of pro-
gram

 that television netw
orks like to  

m
ake w

hen they are doing a series of 
docum

entaries on the presidency. It 
has a lot of action, dram

a and suspense 
—

elem
ents that m

ost television docu-
m

entaries, especially on the presiden-
cy, singularly lack. (If F

ord had been 
involved in E

ntebbe, you m
ay be sure 

th
at a d

ocu
m

en
tary w

ou
ld

 b
e m

ad
e 

an
d

 sh
ow

n
 as a m

ad
e-for-television

 
film

 titled "P
residential Show

dow
n at 

E
n

teb
b

e."
) • 

W
ho is to have the final say on a doc-

um
entary about the presidency? D

oes 
P

resident F
ord have it? D

oes his agent 
from

 the W
illiam

 M
orris A

gency have 
it? O

r does N
B

C
 new

s have it? It w
ould 

be nice to know
. 

T
hat is the kind of trouble a netw

ork 
in

vites for its n
ew

s d
ep

artm
en

t if it 
starts to enlist the services of form

er 
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high-ranking government officials to 
participate in its news programs. 

Television news departments like to 
insist on maintaining the sanctity of 
their own news judgments in the pres-
entation of the various news pro-
grams. They do not, for example, per-
mit independently produced news doc-
umentaries to be seen on their net-
works on the grounds that they must 
be responsible for the news judgments 
contained in those documentaries. 

But if they insist on that right in one 
instance, how can NBC in this case, en-
ter into an arrangement to produce 
documentaries where the principle in-
volved will insist, and quite rightly 
from his point of view, on giving his 
version of events as he saw them at 
any particular time he occupied high  

office? And if he insists on his point of 
view being retained, and it is retained, 
then is the result a news documentary 
or is it merely a platform for the par-
ticular view of a particular past Presi-
dent? 

I am not questioning President 
Ford's interest or his right to enter 
into this arrangement with NBC, but I 
am questioning whether Schlosser and 
the other NBC officials realize the 
long-term implications of such ar-
rangements on the independence of 
NBC News. I think they have made a 
bad error in judgment that eventually 
will cause trouble for a news depart-
ment that tries to insist on the inde-
pendence of the news judgments it is 
called upon daily to make. 


